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Improving Vein Care & Minimising Pain 

This tool-kit aims to support people who inject drugs to care for their 
veins and make changes to prevent bacterial infections and related 
health problems. The tool-kit is designed to support positive, non-
judgemental conversations.

The cards are divided into different ‘themes’:
Handwashing/swabbing; 
Use of acids to prepare drugs; 
Use of water for injection preparation; 
Reuse of equipment;
Rotating sites.

You can use the cards in different ways:

1.   Choose a card in a ‘theme’ that is most relevant to you/your client
2.   Talk through your/ your clients injecting practice
3.   Talk about the cards that weren’t chosen. What are the reasons for this?

Remember, you do not have to use all the cards as part of the session.





Handwashing/swabbing
Background

•	 Breaking the skin with a needle allows bacteria to enter the body. 
•	 Good hygiene practices reduce the risk of developing bacterial infections. 
•	 Wiping after injecting introduces bacteria into the body.

Key steps to reduce harm

•	 Wash hands with soap or hand sanitiser before injecting. 
•	 Clean surfaces before and after injecting where possible. 
•	 Wash or wipe the site before injecting with a swab in one direction 
	 (one swipe per wipe) to keep bacteria off the skin. 
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Use of acids to prepare drugs
Background

•	 Using too much acid can cause pain and vein damage. 
•	 Vitamin C makes the solution less acidic and is less harmful to veins 
	 than Citric Acid.

Key steps to reduce harm

•	 Use Vitamin C instead of Citric Acid where available. 
•	 Add a small amount of the single-use sachet to the mix. You can add more but 	
	 you cannot take it away.  If the heroin hasn’t gone clear at this stage, it contains 	
	 contaminants which should be filtered out.
•	 Throw away what’s left in the sachet as it’s no longer sterile.





Use of water for injection preparation
Background

•	 There is a hierarchy of risk associated with the type of water used. 
•	 Sharing water increases the risk of bacterial infections.
•	 Bottled water is not sterile and can introduce bacteria into the body. 

Key steps to reduce harm

•	 The safest water to use is sterile water provided in ampoules. 
•	 If sterile or boiled water is not available, use tap water.
•	 Avoid sharing water.
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Reuse of equipment 
Background

•	 Reusing needles damages veins and introduces 		
	 bacteria into the body. 
•	 Using unsterile filters or makeshift cookers 
	 (e.g. spoons) introduces bacteria into the body. 

Key steps to reduce harm

•	 Use a new needle for each attempt at finding a vein.
•	 Re-used needles and syringes can be sterilised with 	
	 cold water and one capful of bleach.
•	 Avoid tearing filters as this can increase the fibres in 	
	 the injecting solution.
•	 Use chlorhexidine wipes to clean cookers if there is 	
	 no option to use a sterilised cooker.
•	 Dispose of all equipment after each use to avoid 
	 re-use.





Rotating sites
Background

•	 Rotating means using a different vein each time, not 	
	 moving up and down the same vein. 
•	 Injecting into femoral veins (e.g. groin) can lead to 	
	 serious health problems. 

Reducing harm

•	 Use new injecting sites for each injection to give 		
	 veins time to rest and repair. This keeps veins going 	
	 for longer.  
•	 Have a break from injecting to give veins a rest. Try 	
	 smoking, snorting, swallowing, or putting drugs up 	
	 the bum instead. 
•	 Try learning to inject with non-dominant hand to 	
	 use veins on both sides of the body. 
•	 Speak to a local drug service for help identifying 	
	 veins to inject into. 
•	 Wash femoral sites regularly with soap and hot 		
	 water. 


